Feminism in Henry James\u27s  The Bostonians by Hester, Helen Eugenia
W&M ScholarWorks 
Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects Theses, Dissertations, & Master Projects 
1979 
Feminism in Henry James's "The Bostonians" 
Helen Eugenia Hester 
College of William & Mary - Arts & Sciences 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wm.edu/etd 
 Part of the American Literature Commons, and the English Language and Literature Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Hester, Helen Eugenia, "Feminism in Henry James's "The Bostonians"" (1979). Dissertations, Theses, and 
Masters Projects. Paper 1539625063. 
https://dx.doi.org/doi:10.21220/s2-dxkq-1k02 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses, Dissertations, & Master Projects at W&M 
ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects by an authorized 
administrator of W&M ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact scholarworks@wm.edu. 




The Facu l ty  of  the Department of  Engl ish  
The Col lege of Wi l l i am and Mary in V i r g i n i a
In P a r t i a l  F u l f i l l m e n t  
Of the Requirements f o r  the Degree of  
Master of  Arts
by
Helen Eugenia Hester  
1979
APPROVAL SHEET
This thes is  is submit ted in p a r t i a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  of  
the requirements f o r  the degree of
Master of  Arts
Helen Eugenia Hester
Approved, A p r i l  1979
Professor El sa N e t te l s  
r\
Profes s or Carl R. Do 1 metsch
Professor Rob<er t  J . S c h o l n i c k
TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
ABSTRACT ..........................................     iv
T E X T .............................................................     2
N O T E S ........................ ....  . . . . . .  . . . . . • • • • 39
LIST OF WORKS CONSULTED...............................................   42
VITA .................................. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  45
i i i
FEMINISM IN HENRY JAMES'S THE BOSTONIANS
ABSTRACT
Henry James's The Bostonians is a s a t i r i c a l  and b i t i n g  
indictment  of the women's r ig h t s  movement of l a t e  nineteenth  
century America. Through many leve ls  of character ! ’ za t ion  
James bui lds a compel l ing p i c t u r e  of c o r ru pt io n ,  s t e r i l i t y  
and low moral va lues,  por t ray ing  the leaders and fo l lowers  
of the movement in an u n f l a t t e r i n g  and negat ive manner.
Although James was at tacked for  his po r t r a ya l  of  
Boston s oc i e t y ,  his remarks about the members of  the women's 
movement are t y p i c a l  expressions of b e l i e f s  widely held 
by his contemporaries about the nature of the men and 
women involved in the movement. His por t raya l  of  "Boston 
society" i t s e l f  i s ,  in f a c t ,  f l a t t e r i n g ;  i t  is women's 
r ig h t s  a c t i v i s t s  and r a d i c a l s  he a t t a c k s ,  not Boston 
soc ie ty  in genera l .  A r t i c l e s  appearing in such contemporary 
magazines as Harper ' s New Monthly Magazine, The N a t io n , and 
The North American Review express analogous sentiments  
about the movement under a benevolent guise of concern for  
the members of the " f a i r  sex" who might be unduly inf luenced  
by the ins id ious  women's r ig h t s  movement.
Through the c o n f l i c t  between Basi l  Ransom, as spokesman 
for  conservat ism,  and Ol ive Chance l lor ,  as a proponent of  
the women's r ig h t s  movement, over control  and possession 
of Verena T a r r a n t ,  the symbol of the softness and 
v u l n e r a b i l i t y  of womanhood, James port rays the c o n f l i c t  
between conservatism and rad ic a l ism  bel ieved to be 
inherent  in the women's suf f rage  movement. That Ransom 
u l t i m a t e l y  wins t h i s  s t ru g g l e ,  inducing Verena to marry 
him, whi le  not a happy r e s o l u t i o n ,  is the only one which 
James leaves open i f  any form of  order is to be preserved 
in the r e l a t i o n  between men and women. For O l ive to have 
won control  would mean, according to the p ic tu r e  the 
reader is given of  women's r i g h t s ,  a dest ruc t io n  of  
normal male/ female r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  the fe m i n i z a t io n  of  
men and the coarsening and defemin iza t ion  of  women. This 
view of the negat ive aspects of the female movement is  
supported by contemporary a r t i c l e s  from the magazines 
mentioned. I t  is through t h i s  s t ru g g le ,  and through his 
b i t i n g  por t r aya l  of  the men and women of the movement, 
tha t  James espouses a conservat ive v iewpoint .  I t  is th i s  
view of the women's movement as a d is r u p t i v e  inf luence  
in American l i f e  which has been shown through the w r i t i ng s  
of James's contemporar ies,  a t t i t u d e s  which are r e f l e c t e d  
and am p l i f ie d  in the c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  in The Boston ians .
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S t e r i l i t y  of  body and mind, cor rupt  mot ives,  and the 
moral weakness leading to the d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  of  f am i l y  t i e s  
are the dominant c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  Henry James a t t r i b u t e s  
to the members and leaders  of  the f e m i n i s t  movement in The 
Bostonians. He s a t i r i z e s  those people who are drawn in to  
such an emotion-charged issue as women's r i g h t s  and holds 
them and, consequent ly,  t h e i r  b e l i e f s ,  up to r i d i c u l e ,  
e f f e c t i v e l y  po r t r ay i ng  them in an unfavorable  l i g h t .  With 
few except ions ,  the members of  the movement are c h a r a c t e r ­
ized as cranks,  cha r la tans  or i n e f f e c t u a l  dreamers,  and 
only those wi th no rea l  involvement in the movement ( i . e . ,  
the i d l y  curious Boston audiences)  are port rayed wi th  
kindness or respect .
The a n t i - f e m i n i s t  sent iments which Henry James express­
es in The Bostonians r e f l e c t  a long t r a d i t i o n  of  denunciation 
of the movement. From 1837 to the e a r l y  twe n t ie th  century  
and beyond, according to Eugene Hecker 's A Short  H is tory  
of Women's R i g h t s ,^ the women's r i g h t s  movement, in America 
as in England, was the ob je c t  of  a grea t  deal of  abuse, not  
only from members of  the press and p u l p i t ,  but from people 
in a l l  ranks of  l i f e .  The general  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  James 
ascr ibes to the members of  the movement, his p o r t r a ya l  of  
a d e t e r i o r a t i n g  soc ia l  order  and the dec l ine  of  womanly 
sent iments,  must not be seen as a p a r t i c u l a r l y  v ic ious  
or v i t r i o l i c  a t t a c k ,  but as a r e f l e c t i o n  of  popular social  
a t t i t u d e s  toward feminism. This sent iment ,  which one 1 
might expect from the many ignorant , ,  narrow-minded and
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p r o v i n c i a l  members of  a backward s o c i e t y ,  such as the more 
unenl ightened parts  of  the American South,  is not conf ined  
to them, but f inds expression in some l i b e r a l  and w e l l -  
educated people of  the North as w e l l .  These are the people  
one would expect to f in d  reading and c o n t r i b u t i n g  to such 
cosmopoli tan magazines as The A t l a n t i c  Monthly , H a rp e r1s 
New Monthly Magazi n e , The Nati  on and The North Ameri can 
Review. A l l  of  these are magazines wi th which Henry James 
was f a m i l i a r  as a c o n t r i b u t o r  and as a reader .
In the scenar io of The Bostonians which James 
appended to a l e t t e r  to his p u b l i s h e r ,  J.  R. Osgood, on 
Apr i l  8,  1883,  James sa id ,  " I  wished to w r i t e  a very  
American t a l e , a t a l e  very c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  our social  
c on d i t i o n s ,  and I asked myself  what was the most s a l i e n t  
and p e c u l i a r  po int  in our soc ia l  l i f e .  The answer was: 
the s i t u a t i o n  of  women, the decl ine  of the sent iment  of  
sex,  the a g i t a t i o n  on t h e i r  b e h a l f . T h e  emphasis 
should be p laced,  i t  seems, on the phrase "the de c l in e  of  
the sent iment  of  sex,"  wi th i t s  overtones of  decay,  
regression and d isa ppr ova l .  In his po r t r a ya l  of  O l ive  
Chancel lor  and the men and women connected wi th the women's 
crusade,  each wi th his or her p a r t i c u l a r  motive f o r  
involvement ,  James a t tacks  the movement and i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s .
Although Basi l  Ransom, as spokesman f o r  conservat ism,  
comes c lo s e s t  to rep resent ing  James's out look on the 
women's movement, James remains detached from Ransom as 
wel l  as the other  characters  in the novel .  James subjects
Ransom to his i rony and s a t i r e  as much as Ol ive Chancel lor
or Mrs. Luna. Despite t h i s  detachment,  the o v e r a l l  tone
of the book ind i ca tes  d i s t a s t e  f o r  the types of  people
who are drawn in to  such an h y s t e r i c a l  issue as feminism,
and d i s t a s t e  fo r  a publ ic  which encourages t h i s  movement
for  i t s  own amusement or d iv e r s i o n .  The characters
James chooses as r e p re s e n ta t i v e  of  the movement a re ,  wi th
the except ion of  Miss Bi rdseye,  a l l  mot ivated by some
personal desi re  fo r  approva l ,  p u b l i c i t y ,  or vengeance,
not by an a l t r u i s t i c  desi re  for  the betterment  of  women.
The women e i t h e r  negate t h e i r  f e m i n i n i t y  e n t i r e l y ,  take
on masculine c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  or are so feminine as to
be c a r i c a t u r e s  of  themselves.  The men are e f f e m in a t e ,
s ly or v u lg a r ,  a l to g e t h e r  unmanly. I agree wi th Peter
Bui tenhuis ,  who s tates in  The Grasping Im a g i n a t i o n : "The
range of  characters in the novel s u f f i c i e n t l y  represents
James's r u l i n g  ideas about the Bostonians.  A l l  of  them
except Ransom, an o u t s id e r ,  and Verena, an innocent ,
represent  some d i s t o r t i o n  of  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  t h a t  r e l a t e s
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in some way to a d i s l o c a t i o n  of the sexual r o l e . "  These 
characters run the gamut from sexless Ol ive Chancel lor  
and masculine Mary Prance to oversexed Adel ine Luna and 
e f f i m i n a t e  Henry Burrage.
I t  is not j u s t  the b a t t l e  between men and women which 
James p o r t r a y s ,  but the d is r up t io n  of  a c u l t u r e  which he, 
l i k e  so many o thers ,  f e l t  was threatened by the a c t i v i s t ,  
women. James takes a conservat ive  stance in the book,
5
and no one escapes his i ro ny ,  not even Ransom, about  
whom he says: " I t  must be repeated th a t  he was very
p r o v i n c i a l . " ^  Although James s a t i r i z e s  Ransom as wel l  
as the r a d i c a l s ,  i t  is important  to keep in mind tha t  
Ransom is the u l t i m a t e  v i c t o r  in the b a t t l e  wi th Ol ive  
over Verena.  Th e re fo re ,  conservat ism triumphs over  
r a d i c a l i s m ,  even though the v i c t o r y  is made b i t t e r s w e e t  
by Verena's t e a r s .  Ransom's is not a complete and t o t a l  
v i c t o r y ,  but i t  is  v i c t o r y  never the less.  Conservatism 
preserves e s ta b l i s he d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and methods and r e s i s t s  
changes. This is t y p i f i e d  by Ransom's a t t i t u d e s  and 
b e l i e f s .  R a d ic a l ,  as represented by Ol ive  Chance l lo r ,
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favors extreme change and overthrow of  es tab l ished  norms.
James c h a r a c te r i z e s  Basi l  Ransom as " p r o v i n c i a l , "  wi th  
ideas which are " three  hundred years behind the t im es ,"  
but his views are a c t u a l l y  more in tune wi th his time 
than they f i r s t  appear.  Again and again his statements ,  
which seem to be repress ive  and regressive ones t r a n s ­
planted from the mud of  M i s s i s s i p p i , t u r n  out to be echoes 
of  those expressed by very cur rent  and seemingly l i b e r a l  
w r i t e r s — c o n t r i b u t o r s  to Harpers , A t l a n t i c  Monthly and 
Galaxy. These w r i t e r s  are l i b e r a l ,  t h a t  i s ,  except toward 
the women's r i g h t s  movement. Those who a c t u a l l y  supported 
women's r i g h t s  were a small y e t  vocal m in o r i t y .  Despite  
t h e i r  a c t i v e  campaigning for  acceptance of more l i b e r a l  
a t t i t u d e s  toward the women's movement, the mainstream of  
w r i t i n g  cont inued to be more con s e rv a t i ve ,  d isseminat ing
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stereotyped c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s .  Basi l  Ransom "had the 
most d e f i n i t e  not ions about [women's] place in na t ure ,  
in s oc ie t y .  . . .  He admitted t h e i r  r i g h t s ;  these 
consisted in a standing claim to the generos i ty  and 
tenderness of  the s t ronger  race" (p.  198) .  Ransom f e l t  
tha t  " t h e i r  business was simply to be provided f o r ,  
p r a c t i c e  the domestic v i r t u e s ,  and be charmingly g r a t e f u l " 
(p.  205 ) .  And again he says "The use of a t r u l y  amiable  
woman is to make some honest man happy" (p.  244 ) .  Taken 
t o g e t h e r ,  these statements seem oppressive and old-fashioned,  
but compare them to a passage from an a r t i c l e  by George 
Cary Eggleston ( n o v e l i s t ,  e d i t o r ,  lawyer and f r e e ­
lance w r i t e r ) ^  in Harper 's  NeW Monthly Magazine (Ju ly  1883) ,  
e n t i t l e d  "The Education of  Women":
As wives and mothers our g i r l s  are to be,  
in Addison's phrase,  ' the  cement of  s o c i e t y . '
Without  t h e i r  p u r i t y  and grace,  and i n t e l ­
l i gence  and good temper,  s oc ie ty  would crumble 
to pieces .  I t  w i l l  be t h e i r  task to keep 
the world sweet and wholesome; to c r e a t e ,  
r e g u l a t e ,  and maintain socia l  i n te rco ur se  
of a g r a c e f u l ,  p r o f i t a b l e  k ind;  to make 
l i f e  worth l i v i n g .  I t  w i l l  be t h e i r s  to make 
homes wi th the m at e r ia l  means which men f u r n i s h ;  
to turn mere dwel l ing-houses i n t o  centres  
of a t t r a c t i v e  domestic l i f e . ?
While the Harp er1s a r t i c l e  does not a c t u a l l y  say 
as Ransom does th a t  men are the "s tronger  ra c e ,"  in a 
more sub t le  way i t  points out t h a t  man is the pr o v i d e r ,  
and as such is s t ronger .  Woman's place in American 
soc ie ty  is in the home, making i t  p leasant  f o r  ch i ld re n  
and husband, f u l f i l l i n g  the ro le  of w i fe  and mother.
Ransom's remarks are b lunt  and condescending, whi le  the
Harper 's  a r t i c l e  has a more c o n c i l i a t o r y  tone and is less
a n t a g o n i s t i c .  Beneath these s u p e r f i c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  the
conservat ive  tone and sent iment  of  both are the same. I t
is i n t e r e s t i n g ,  though not p a r t i c u l a r l y  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  to
note t h a t  both Eggleston and Ransom were lawyers who
served on the side of  the South dur ing the C i v i l  War,
and t h a t  might e x p l a in  the s i m i l a r i t y  in views.
Another contemporary of  James, Charles Astor B r i s t e d ,
a respected scholar  and p r o l i f i c  au th or ,  wrote in The
Galaxy (August 1873) :  "Whatever moral s u p e r i o r i t y  be
claimed f o r  women, i t  can scarce ly  be denied th a t  in the
sum of  a l l  three classes of  q u a l i t i e s ,  the p h y s i c a l ,
mental ,  and moral ,  men are the s t ro ng e r ,  and l i k e l y
8to remain so f o r  some g e n e ra t i on s ."  Ransom's " three  
hundred-year -o ld  phi losophy" is more cu r r en t  than i t  
appears a t  f i r s t .
As a Southerner ,  Basi l  Ransom is an a l i e n  not only  
to the c u l t u r e  of  Boston, but ge og ra ph ic a l l y  and t r a d i t i o n ­
a l l y  as w e l l .  Lionel  T r i l l i n g  says t h a t  when James r e l a t e d  
.fjejnini st  movement to the immense s t rugg le  between 
the North and South* he set  the s tory  beyond any danger 
of seeming to be a mere b icker  between morbid women and
stupid men, but r a t h e r  made i t  p l a i n  th a t  his s tor y  had
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to do wi th a c u l t u r a l  c r i s i s .  For T r i l l i n g ,  t h i s  c u l t u r a l  
c r i s i s  involves c o n f l i c t  between the a l i e n  c u l tu re s  of  
two geographic l o c a t i o n s ,  each wi th d i f f e r e n t  values and
8
customs. But fo r  the bulk of  i t s  d e t r a c t o r s ,  the women's
movement was a c u l t u r a l  c r i s i s  in a more in t i m a te  way,
not inv o lv in g  anything as o b j e c t iv e  as d i f f e r e n t  p laces ,
but th r e a t e n i n g  the very foundat ion of  soc ie ty .  Hecker
c i t e s  an e d i t o r i a l  in Harper 's  New Monthly Magazine
(November 1853) which puts the s i t u a t i o n  t h i s  way:
The women's movement is avowedly opposed to 
the most t ime-honoured p r o p r i e t i e s  of  soc ia l  
l i f e ,  i t  is opposed to na ture ;  i t . i s  opposed 
to r e v e l a t i o n .  . . .  I t  is e q u a l l y  opposed 
to nature and the es tab l ished  order  o f  soc ie ty  
founded upon i t .  . . . The b l i n d e s t  must see 
t h a t  such a change as is proposed in the - 
r e l a t i o n s  and l i f e  of  the sexes cannot leave  
e i t h e r  marriage or the f a m i l y  in t h e i r  present  
s t a t e  (p. 154) .
In a more recent  statement  in the January 1880 issue of
The A t l a n t i c  Month ly , an anonymous author ,  in an a r t i c l e
e n t i t l e d  " E q u a l i t y , "  expresses the same sent iments:
The movement goes to o b l i t e r a t e ,  as f a r  as 
po s s i b le ,  the d i s t i n c t i o n  between sexes.
Nature i s ,  no doubt ,  amused a t  t h i s  a t tempt .
A recent  w r i t e r  says,  'The femme libre [ f r e e  
woman] of  the new soc ia l  order  may, indeed,  
escape the charge of  neg lec t ing  her f a m i l y  
and her household by contending t h a t  i t  is  
not her vocat ion to become a w i fe  and mother. '
Why, then,  we ask,  is she c o n s t i t u t e d  a woman 
a t  a l l ?  Merely th a t  she may become a sor t  o f  
second- rate man?T0
According to Hecker 's h i s t o r y  of  women's r i g h t s ,  
the newspapers declared t h a t  the Women's Rights Convention 
at  Seneca F a l l s ,  New York,  on July 19 -20 ,  1848,  was 
organized by "divorced wives,  c h i l d l e s s  women, and sour  
old maids" (p.  15 8 ) ,  when in a c t u a l i t y  i t  was not .
i
El iz a b e th  Cady Stanton,  the moving force  behind the
convent ion,  was married and had seven c h i l d r e n ,  and Lucy 
Stone,  another o r ga n iz e r ,  was happi ly  marr ied.  But t h i s  
negat ive de s c r i p t io n  of  the leaders of  the movement, com­
p le t e  wi th i t s  pre jud ices  and biased a t t i t u d e s ,  serves to 
i l l u s t r a t e  the general  a t t i t u d e  toward the women’ s 
movement t h a t  only malcontents,  m i s f i t s  and unproduct ive ,  
sexless women were involved in women’ s r i g h t s .  This 
negat ive d e s c r ip t io n  pre f igur es  James's de p ic t io n  of  the 
l eaders and p a r t i c i p a n t s  in the women's movement in The 
Bostonians.
01ive Chance l lor ,  as one of  the leading proponents
of  the movement and the main exponent of  r ad ic a l ism  in the
st ruggle  aga ins t  Ransom over possession of  Verena,  is the
most important  example of  James's view of  feminism.
James's desc r ip t ion s  of  Ol ive  bear a s t r i k i n g  resemblance
to the stereotypes which other  w r i t e r s  also used in
r e f e r r i n g  to women's r ig h t s  a c t i v i s t s .  In an August 1875
issue of  Ha rp er ' s New Monthly Magazine, a short  s tory
by E l l a  Farman i l l u s t r a t i n g  t h i s  s te r e ot y p i n g  begins wi th
th is  paragraph:
Poor Sara — angular  and muscular from hard work,  
as a r u le  i l l  dressed,  compelled by f a t e  to 
be s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  and e n t e r p r i s i n g l y  e n e r g e t i c —
I do not wonder th a t  people had the impression  
t h a t  she was strong-minded and 'woman's r i g h t s . 1 
I t  does seem unfeminine to dress in open 
def iance of  fashion and t a s t e ;  y e t  i t  does not  
l o g i c a l l y  f o l l o w  t h a t  one is  d i s s a t i s f i e d  
with woman's s p h e r e . ^
According to t h is  s t o r y ,  a woman's appearance l in k s  h e r 1
with the. f e m i n i s t  movement whether she is an advocate of
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women's r i g h t s  or not .  Many people f e l t  t h a t  feminism 
would br ing about the de s t ru c t i o n  of  marriage and the 
f a m i l y ,  and lessen the d i f f e r e n c e s  between men and women; 
wi th the loss of  these d i s t i n c t i o n s  they also f e l t  th a t  
the women of  the movement were n e c e s s a r i ly  sexless and 
dowdy. Wi l l i a m  A. Hammond, n e u r o l o g i s t ,  Surgeon General  
of  the U S Army, and pioneer  in the f i e l d  of  nervous 
and mental diseases in the United Sta tes  notes,  in his 
August 1383 a r t i c l e  in The North American 'Review e n t i t l e d  
"Woman in P o l i t i c s , "  t h a t  the members o f  the movement 
are not n e c e s s a r i l y  t y p i c a l  of  the m a j o r i t y  of  women. "Or­
i g i n a t i n g  wi th members o f  the female sex, the movement 
was a t  f i r s t  c o n f i n e d ’ to a l i m i t e d  por t ion  of the United 
St a te s ,  and was conducted by a few advanced and perhaps 
abnormally constituted  women, to whom.in a short  t ime were
uni ted a h a l f  dozen men of  s i m i l a r  tendencies and
12c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s "  (emphasis added).
U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  James does not r i s e  above the s ter eo-  
typing so common to the opponents of  the women’ s movement 
and noted in the preceding paragraphs.  Seen through 
Ransom's eyes,  O l ive  has a smile l i k e  "a th in  ray of  
moonlight upon the wal l  of  a pr is on ,"  and a hand "at  
once cold and l imp" (p.  8 ) .  In her p la i n  dark dress,  
with her co l o r le s s  h a i r ,  her l i g h t  green eyes having a 
" g l i t t e r  of  green ice" (p.  1 9 ) ,  and wi th her unspeci f ied  
(or  worse, nonex is te nt )  f i g u r e  which excites; "vague
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compassion" In Ransom, O l ive not only f a l l s  i n t o  the
category of  "sour old maid," as r e f e r r e d  to by newspaper
accounts of  the 1948 Women’ s Rights Convention,  but is
also d e f i n i t e l y  a " c h i l d l e s s  woman," s t e r i l e ,  unproduct ive
and, t h e r e f o r e ,  unnatura l .  Although Ol ive  is shown through
Ransom's admi t ted ly  pre jud iced eyes,  James moves from
Ransom's view to t h a t  of  the n a r r a t o r  when he says,  "There
are women who are unmarried by a c c id e n t ,  and others who
are unmarried by opt ion;  but O l ive  Chancel lor  was unmarried
by every im p l i c a t i o n  of  her being" (P. 18)L. O l i v e ' s
fundamental nature is  not merely se x less ,  but a c t i v e l y
a n t i - s e x u a l .  In a soc ie ty  which g l o r i f i e s  motherhood,
which sees motherhood and matrimony as the sole a s p i r a t i o n s
of women, O l i v e ' s  sel f - imposed denia l  of  her sex is indeed
an unnatural  s t a t e .
Ransom and the n a r r a t o r  dwell  upon O l i v e ' s  m o r b i d i t y ,
and the word is repeated f i v e  t imes on one page in Chapter 2
as being one of  her outstanding c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s :
. . .The s implest  d i v i s i o n  i t  is  possible to 
make of  the human race is i n t o  the people who 
take things hard and the people who take them 
easy. He perceived very qu ic k ly  th a t  Miss 
Chancel lor  belonged to the former  c lass.
This was w r i t t e n  so i n t e n s e l y  in her d e l i c a t e  
face t h a t  he f e l t  an unformulated p i t y  f o r  her  
before they had exchanged twenty words. He 
h i m s e l f ,  by na t ure ,  took things easy; i f  he 
had put on the screw of  l a t e ,  i t  was a f t e r  
r e f l e c t i o n ,  and because circumstances pressed 
him close.  But t h is  pale g i r l ,  wi th  her l i g h t -  
green eyes,  her pointed f e a t u r e s  and nervous 
manner, was v i s i b l y  morbid ; i t  was as p l a in  as 
day tha t  she was morbid. Poor Ransom announced 
t h i s  f a c t  to h imse l f  as i f  he had made a 
great  d iscovery;  but in r e a l i t y  he had never
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been so "Boeotian" as a t  th a t  moment. I t  
proved nothing of  any importance wi th regard to 
Miss Chancel lor  to say th a t  she was m o r b i d ; any 
s u f f i c i e n t  account of  her would l i e  very much 
to the re a r  of  t h a t .  Why was she m o r b i d , and 
why was her morbidness  ty p i c a l ?  Ransom might  
have exu l ted  i f  he had gone back f a r  enough to 
e x p l a in  t h a t  mystery (p.  11, emphasis added).
Although James turns his i rony  on Ransom when he c a l l s
him "Boeot ian ,"  t h i s  de s c r ip t io n  of  O l ive  is con s is tent
through the book. The n a r r a t o r  comments on O l i v e ' s
shyness and a t t i t u d e  when she v i s i t s  Henry Burrage's
room a t  Harvard.  "She saw a l l  t h i s  through the b lur  of
her shyness, the conscious,  anxious s i le nce  to which she
was so much of  the t ime condemned.. I t  may t h e r e f o r e  be
imagined how sharp her v i s i o n  would have been could she only
have taken the s i t u a t i o n  more simply;  f o r  she was i n t e l l i g e n t
enough not to have needed to be m o r b i d , even f o r  purposes
of s e l f - d e f e n s e "  (pp. 155 -6 ,  emphasis added) .  In another
ins tance ,  O l i v e ' s  a t t i t u d e  is again descr ibed:  "She h e r s e l f
had a nervous dread,  but she had t h a t  about everyth ing"  (p.
288 ) .  Again,  her "nervous dread" is touched upon in the
book: "The o th er  danger was the worst ;  the p a l p i t a t i o n
of  her st range dread,  the night  of Miss B i rdseye 's  p a r t y ,
came back to her" (p.  292 ) .  One f i n a l  d e s c r ip t i o n
touches on her hy s t e r i a  and m o r b i d i ty :  "She n e i t h e r  ate
nor s l e p t ;  she could scarce ly  speak wi thout  burs t ing in to
t e a r s ;  she f e l t  so implacably ,  i n s i d i o u s l y  b a f f l e d "  (p.
392 ) .  This mo rb id i ty  of  O l i v e ' s  is an impor tant  point
because, as the novel unfo lds ,  Ol ive is shown to be the
v i c t i m  of  her own diseased mind through her fa na t ic i s m
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and attachment to Verena.  The n a r ra t o r  of the novel gives
i n s i g h t  in to  O l i v e ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  when he s ta tes  t h a t  she
is "a person whose two brothers — her only ones — had given
up l i f e  fo r  the Northern cause. . . .  . The most s e c r e t ,
the most sacred hope of  her nature was t h a t  she might
some day have such a chance, th a t  she might be a martyr  and
die f o r  something" (p.  13 ) .  Ab iga i l  Ann Hamblen points
out t h a t  "Martyrdom has been the l o t  of  many a r e fo rm er—
and, James i n d i c a t e s ,  the desi re  f o r  i t  has been in the
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very nature of  re fo rm er s ."  Pr i o r  to her v i s i t  to the
Tar rants  to determine whether she can persuade them to
give up Verena f o r  a sum, Ol ive  thinks "Her only consolat ion
was t h a t  she expected to s u f f e r  i n t e n s e l y ;  f o r  the prospect
of s u f f e r i n g  was always,  s p i r i t u a l l y  speaking,  so much
cash in her pocket" (p.  113) .  Although t h i s  characterizat ion
of O l i v e ' s  m or b i d i t y  seems extreme,  James is jo ined  by his
contemporaries in t h i s  a t t i t u d e .  In an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d
(iThe 0jT)Qn Quest io n"  w h i c h a p p e a r e d i n The North American
Review (October 1879) Francis Parkman, a l e g a l l y  t r a i n e d
h i s t o r i a n  and w r i t e r , s a y s :
In s p i t e  of  t h e i r  advantages,  a vast  pro­
port ion  of  [American women] f a l l  immeasurably 
short  of  the in f lu e n c e  and cons idera t ion  
th a t  ought to belong to them. We would by 
no means be understood to i n t i m a t e  t h a t  
t h i s  is a consequence of  l i b e r t y .  I t  pro­
ceeds from a v a r i e t y  of  causes,  some of which 
act  i n j u r i o u s l y  on men a lso;  and foremost  
among them is  an overst ra ined  and morbid 
a c t i v i t y ,  an incessant  tension of  nerves,  
bred p a r t l y  by c l i m a t e ,  but incomparably  
more by the p e c u l i a r  social  condi t ions of a
14
country where a l 1 kinds of  compet i t ion ,  
spurred by a l l  kinds of  s t imulus ,  keep 
mind and body always on the s t r e t c h ‘ d 
(emphasi s added) .
This language d i r e c t l y  p a r a l l e l s  James's d e s c r i p t i o n  of  
O l i v e .  Not only is O l ive  unfeminine and "morbid,"  
but ,  according to James, she has a martyr  complex as 
w e l l ,  which,  whi le  not a f l a t t e r i n g  p o r t r a i t ,  is  not an 
i s o l a t e d  example of  the opinion held by his contemporaries  
of the kind of  women a t t r a c t e d  to the movement.
Besides the u n a t t r a c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  m o r b id i t y ,  
Ol ive  is  shown as drawn in to  a suppressed but e s s e n t i a l l y  
homosexual r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th Verena,  the homosexual i ty  
being suggested by O l i v e ' s  act ions  and a t t i t u d e s  but never  
openly brought out by James. Homosexual i ty,  the a n t i t h e s i s  
of a "normal" male/ female sexual r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  undermines 
completely  the s a n c t i t y  of  marr iage and the bear ing and 
ra r s in g  o f  ch i ld re n  which was considered women's ro le  
in s oc ie t y .  I r v i n g  Howe, in the In t r o d u c t i o n  to the 
Modern L ib r a r y  e d i t i o n  of  The Bos ton I a n s , says,  " O l i v e 's  
l esbianism becomes both cause and emblem of  her socia l  
i n c a p a c i t y .  . . . O l i v e ' s  les b ia n is m— p a r t l y  because i t  
is a n t i p a t h e t i c  to s o c i e t y ,  — p a r t l y  because i t  is suppress­
ed— cuts her o f f  from everyone,  except  f o r  a t ime Verena,  
and renders her incapable of  genuine communication in 
e i t h e r  pub l ic  or p r i v a t e  l i f e "  (p.  x x i i i ) .  Again and 
again we see O l i v e ' s  a nt ip a t h y  to men and a t t r a c t i o n  to 
Verena: "She had . . .  a moral resource t h a t  she could 
always f a l l  back upon; i t  had a l rea dy  been a comfort  to
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her ,  on occasions of  acute f e e l i n g ,  th a t  she hated men, 
as a c l a s s ,  anyway" (p.  2 2 ) .  When Ol ive  asks Verena 
"where she had got her ' i n t e n s e  r e a l i z a t i o n '  of the suffer ing  
of  women; fo r  her address a t  Miss B i r dseye 's  showed t h a t  
she, too ( l i k e  Ol ive h e r s e l f )  had had t h a t  v i s io n  in the 
watches of the n i g h t , "  Verena answers by asking "where 
Joan of  Arc had got her idea of  the s u f f e r i n g  of  France.
This was so p r e t t i l y  said t h a t  O l ive  could scarce ly  keep 
from k iss ing her" (pp. 8 5 - 6 ) .  In another  in s ta nc e ,  as Ransom 
bids Ol ive  goodbye, he "o f f e re d  his hand in f a re w e l l  to 
his hostess;  but O l ive  found i t  impossible to do anything  
but ignore the gesture .  She could not have l e t  him 
touch her" (p.  9 7 ) .  In the T a r r a n t ' s  home in Cambridge,  
when Matthias Pardon suggests Mr. T a r ra n t  not " lay  on 
hands" to encourage Verena to speak, O l ive  sees i t  as 
a chance to save her ,  and as "a chance to take a more 
complete possession of  the g i r l "  (p.  132) .  As she 
prepares to lea ve ,  O l iv e  attempts to e x t r a c t  a promise 
not to marry from Verena: "And Ol ive  drew the g i r l  nearer  
to her ,  f l i n g i n g  over her wi th one hand the f o l d  of  a 
cloak t h a t  hung ample upon her own meager person,  and 
holding her there w i th the other" (p.  136 ) .  F i n a l l y ,  when 
Verena renews her vow to renounce marr iage ,  O l iv e  reacts  
wi th passion:  "She came,to her s lowly ,  took her in her
arms arid held her long — giv ing  her a s i l e n t  k iss" (p.  309 ) .  
Her a t t i t u d e s  toward1 men and her f e e l i n g  f o r  Verena are  
unnatural  and i s o l a t e  her a l l  the more from those around her.
O l i v e ' s  l a t e n t  lesbian ism and her domineering,  
almost mannish a t t i t u d e  toward Verena car ry  wi th them 
the idea of  the reversa l  of  the t r a d i t i o n a l  male/ female  
r o l e s .  Nan Bauer Magl in ,  author  of  " F i c t i o n a l  Feminists  
in The Bostonians and The Odd Women,"  points out t h a t  
Verena and Ol ive are from d i f f e r e n t  socio-economic c lasses .  
O l i v e ' s  weal th and Verena's lack of  i t  place Ol ive  in the 
mascul ine p o s i t i o n  o f  p r o v i d e r ,  c r e a t i n g  in Verena a 
feminine kind of  dependency which apes the t r a d i t i o n a l  
male/ female ro les  to some degree.  ̂® Carry ing Magi in 1s idea  
of r o l e  reversal  one step f u r t h e r ,  i t  may be said t h a t  
Ol ive "buys" Verena from her f a t h e r ,  in e f f e c t  sub jec t ing  
her to the ro le  of  a pa r t n e r  ( i . e .  w i f e )  in a d i s t o r t e d  
marriage c o n t r a c t .  O l i ve  takes control  of  Verena and,  
since she has paid Verena's f a t h e r  a "b r i d e - p r i c e ," 
expects the same f i d e l i t y  from Verena t h a t  any husband 
expects from his w i f e .  Upon f i r s t  meeting her ,  O l ive  
asks Verena,  "Wi l l  you be my f r i e n d ,  my f r i e n d  of  f r i e n d s ,  
beyond every one, e v e r y t h in g ,  f o r e v e r  and ever?" (p.  81 ) .
As the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the two g i r l s  progresses,
Ol ive  becomes more demanding, more f e a r f u l  of  " i n f i d e l i t y "  
on Verena's p a r t .  "Ol ive  wished more and more to e x t r a c t  
some d e f i n i t e  pledge from her;  she could hard ly  say what 
i t  had best be as y e t ;  she only f e l t  th a t  i t  must be 
something th a t  would have an absolute s a n c t i t y  f o r  Verena 
and would bind them tog ether  f o r  l i f e "  (p.  113) .  L i l l i a n 1 
Faderman, in her discussion of  same-sex r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,
notes t h a t  such r e l a t i o n s h i p s  were t o l e r a t e d  in the nine­
teenth century:  "because a woman had v i r t u a l l y  no economic 
independence, i t  was safe to assume she would marry at  
the f i r s t  s u i t a b l e  oppor tun i ty  and th a t  her a f f e c t i o n a l
t i e s  wi th other  women, no mat ter  how powerful ,  would
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present  no real  t h r e a t  to s o c i e t y . "  O l i v e ,  however,  
with her f i n a n c i a l  independence and her single-minded  
desi re  to control  Verena,  is  d e f i n i t e l y  a t h r e a t  to the 
estab l ished  social  o rder .  Verena h e r s e l f  f i n a l l y  recognizes 
the hold O l ive  has over her:  "She f e l t  O l i v e ' s  grasp t©o
c lench ing,  too t e r r i b l e "  (p.  398) .
In a f i n a l  re v e r s a l  of  t r a d i t i o n a l  male/ female ro les ,  
Olive v i s i t s  Mrs. Burrage in her New York home to discuss 
Verena's possible marr iage to Henry Burrage,  Mrs. Burrage's  
son. Not only is O l ive  taking the ro le  a f a t h e r  or brother  
usua l ly  assumes concerning a young woman's marr iage,  bot 
Mrs. Burrage is tak in g  over Henry's r^ole in pleading for  
a g i r l ' s  hand in marr iage .  The sexual roles are completely  
reversed,  wi th O l ive  and Mrs. Burrage playing the par t  
of dominant and c o n t r o l l i n g  males.
By de p i c t i ng  Ol iv e  in such a masculine and manipulat ive  
manner, by implying homosexual i ty or at  l e a s t  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  
with another woman so confined and b i z a r r e  as to be "morbid," 
James casts the censure of  the prudish n ine teenth century  
soc ie ty  not only on O l i v e ,  but on the cause which she so 
a rd e n t l y  espouses, and throws Ransom, wi th his apparent  
"three century o u t - o f - d a t e  phi losophy,"  in to  a more
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favorab le  l i g h t  than he would otherwise appear.  Who cannot  
sympathize wi th Ransom when he asks Verena, "since when 
[was i t ]  more becoming to take up wi th a morbid  old maid 
than wi th an honorable young man; and when Verena pronounced 
the sacred name of  f r ie n d s h i p  he inqui red what f a n a t i c a l  
sophis try  excluded him from a s i m i l a r  p r i v i l e g e "  (p.  402 -3 ,  
emphasis added)* Ransom's (and James's) de s c r ip t io n  of  
O l i v e ,  according to f e m i n i s t  w r i t e r  Magl in,  is j u s t  a 
r e f l e c t i o n  of the e p i t h e t s  thrown at  f e m in is ts  a t  the time 
James was W r i t in g .  Such des cr ip t ions  as " large -handed,  
big footed ,  f l a t - c h e s t e d  and t h i n - 1ipped" (Magl in p. 219)  
were not uncommon, and we see verbal  p a r a l l e l s  in James's 
d e s c r i p t io n  of  her smile l i k e  "a th in ray of  moonl ight"
(p. 8) and her "meager" frame (p.  136) .  She is a "pale  
g i r l  wi th pointed fea t ure s  and a nervous manner" (p.  11 ) .  
Horace Bushnell  , a congregat ional  m i n i s t e r ,  the o l o g i a n ,  and 
the author of Women' s S u f f r a g e ; the Reform Against  Nature
(1 86 9 ) ,  apprehends the same changes f o r  women s u f f r a g i s t s
which James i l l u s t r a t e s  in O l i ve :
Accordingly ,  when these s o f t e r  v i r t u e s  go by,  
giv ing way to the ambit ions of candidacy,  and 
the subt le i n t r i g u e s  of  p a r ty ,  they w i l l  
carry  o f f  wi th them the f a i r  c o l o r s ,  the f lushes  
of; clean s e n s i b i l i t y ,  and the d e l i c a t e ,  smooth 
l i n e s  of form and f e a t u r e ,  and we shal l  have,  
instead,  a race of  forward,  s e l f i s h ,  p o l i t i c i a n -  
women coming out in t h e i r  r e s u l t i n g  type ,  t h i n ,  
hungry-1ooking , c r e a m - t a r t a r  faces,  bearing  
a sharper Took of  t a l e n t ,  ye t  somehow touched 
with b l i g h t  and f a l l e n  out of  l u s t e r .  I f  i t  
could be expected,  t h a t  as they change type 
p h y s i o l o g i c a l l y ,  they w i l l  become t a l l e r  and 
more brawny, and get  bigger  hands and f e e t ,
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and a heavier  weight  of  b r a i n ,  i t  would not  
be so much to t h e i r  disadvantage,  and perhaps 
there  w i l l  be some l i t t l e  approach to compen­
sa t ion in t h is  way, but there is f a r  more 
reason to f e a r  t h a t  the f i g h t  they are to 
be i n ,  being a f i g h t  agains t  na tu re ,  w i l l  make 
them at  the same t ime t h i n n e r ,  s h a r p - f e a t u r e d ,  
lank and dry ,  j u s t  as a l l  d isappointed,  over ­
i n s t i g a t e d  natures always a r e . ' ?
The p a r a l l e l s  between Bushnel l 's  de s c r ip t io n  of  women
s u f f r a g i s t s  and James’ s d e s c r ip t i o n  of  O l ive  are too
important  to be over looked.  Her "s lender  whi te hand" is
both "cold and l imp ."  And, 1ike Bushne l l ' s  f e m i n i s t ,
Ol ive has a "d isappointed,  o v e r - i n s t i g a t e d  na tur e :"
" I t  was the usual things o f  l i f e  th a t  f i l l e d  her wi th
s i l e n t  rage;  which was na tura l  enough, inasmuch as,  to
her v i s i o n ,  almost every thing t h a t  was usual was
i n i q u i t o u s "  (p. 12) .
As port rayed by James, Ol ive  is  every thing conserva t ive
a n t i - f e m i n i s t s  expect from the women's movement: f a n a t i c a l ,
given to h y s t e r i a ,  u n a t t r a c t i v e  (a t  any r a t e ,  not se xua l l y
a p p e a l i n g ) ,  v i o l e n t l y  unorthodox and unproduct ive (as
f a r  as the sacred o f f i c e  of  motherhood is concerned) ,
and w i l l i n g  not only to renounce marriage f o r  h e r s e l f ,
but also to keep another  marr iageable  young woman from
i t  as w e l l .
James's de s c r ip t io n  of  Miss Birdseye as a r e p re s e n t ­
a t iv e  of  the Old A b o l i t i o n i s t s  deserves some a t t e n t i o n  
here.  Although she is t r e a t e d  wi th d i g n i t y  at  the end 
of the book, her i n t ro d u c t i o n  is  not what can be termed 
f l a t t e r i n g .  Because of  her continued involvement in
causes, no mat ter  how u n s e l f i s h l y  she devoted h e r s e l f ,
how " d is i n t e r e s t e d "  she was, James saw her as losing her
i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  the d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s  of her p e r s o n a l i t y ,  thus
She had a sad, s o f t ,  pale f a c e ,  which (and 
i t  was the e f f e c t  of  her whole head) looked as 
i f  i t  had been soaked, b l u r r e d ,  and made 
vague by exposure to d i s s o l v e n t .  . . . She 
belonged to any and every league th a t  had been 
founded f o r  almost any purpose whatever.  This 
did not prevent  her being a confused,  entang led,  
inconsequent,  d is c u rs iv e  old woman, whose 
c h a r i t y  began a t  home and ended nowhere, . . . 
and who knew less about her f e l l o w  c r e a t u r e s ,  
i f  po s s ib l e ,  a f t e r  f i f t y  years of  humanitary  
z e a l ,  than on the day she had gone in to  the 
f i e l d  to t e s t i f y  aga ins t  the i n i q u i t y  of  
most arrangements (pp. 2 6 - 7 ) .
In t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  though i t  is a t t r i b u t e d  to Ransom,
there seems to be a deeper i n s i g h t  than can be made by
a person who has j u s t  met the woman and knows l i t t l e  about
her.  James h im se l f  int rudes  here to pass judgment on
t h is  l i t t l e  vague woman. Even though her l i f e  has been
given over to help ing o t h ers ,  there  is the d e f i n i t e
i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  i t  has been useless.  The n a r r a t o r ,  and
not Ransom, t e l l s  us, "Since the C i v i l  War much o f  her
occupation was gone; f o r  before t h a t  her best hours
had been spent in fancying  t h a t  she was helping some
Southern slave to escape" (p.  28,  emphasis added).  By
using the word " f a n c y in g , "  James undercuts the old l a dy 's
e n t i r e  l i f e  work,  cast ing doubt on her e f f e c t i v e n e s s .
Bushnel1 also sees the i n i t i a l  good i n t e n t i o n s  of  the
women's movement corrupted in to  uselessness,  much, in the
same way James dep ic ts  Miss B i rdseye 's  d e c l i n e .  He says:
"The new p o s s i b i l i t y  w i l l  a t  f i r s t  be a tr iumph f o r  women,
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and w i l l  seem to be the dawn of a higher  and more hopeful  
s t a t e ;  but in the long run of  t ime the change w i l l  be
18the running down of  womanhood in to  weakness and contempt."
Ol ive  sees Miss Birdseye as a noble charac ter  who 
has s a c r i f i c e d  her l i f e  f o r  o th ers ,  but she disregards  
Miss Bi rdseye's  remarks "because, o f  course,  one never  
pretended th a t  she,  poor dear ,  had the smal les t  sense of  
the r e a l "  (p. 3 4 ) .  T h is ,  too,  undercuts Miss B i rdseye's  
e f f e c t i v e n e s s ,  f o r  i f  she fancied she had helped o th er s ,  
but has no sense of  the r e a l ,  how much good did she do or 
j u s t  imagine she did? I t  is immediately a f t e r  t h i s  
comment on her sense of  r e a l i t y  t h a t  the statement  is  
made, "She was h e r o i c ,  she was subl ime,  the whole moral 
h i s t o r y  of  Boston was r e f l e c t e d  in her d isplaced  
spectacles"  (p.  3 5 ) .  Coming from the omniscient  n a r r a t o r ,  
t h i s  b e l i t t l e s  the r a d i c a l ,  reform-conscious segment of  
Boston so c ie ty .  This passage may be i n t e r p r e t e d  in two 
ways, n e i t h e r  o f  which is p a r t i c u l a r l y  support ive of  the 
movement. I f  taken l i t e r a l l y ,  the passage may mean t h a t  
the people in the room, the people l i t e r a l l y  r e f l e c t e d  
by Miss B i rdseye 's  g lasses ,  are r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  the 
whole Boston reform movement, Boston's moral h i s t o r y .
This would be anything but complimentary since James held 
the audiences who at tended such reform meetings in very  
low regard.  I f  the statement  is taken on a more f i g u r a t i v e  
l evel  then,  though i t  is not q u i t e  as condemning as the 
f i r s t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i t  is s t i l l  a c h i l l i n g  comment on the
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Boston reformers.  As we have seen, Miss Birdseye is an 
incompetent old woman even though her motives are h igh ly  
a l t r u i s t i c .  T h a t . t h e  moral h i s t o r y  is  r e f l e c t e d  by her  
would place i t  in the same category she is i n ,  w e l l -  
meaning but i n e f f e c t u a l .  That the h i s t o r y  is r e f l e c t e d  
in her "displaced  spectac les" adds another  dimension,  f o r  
though she, and the moral h i s t o r y  she r e f l e c t s ,  are w e l l -  
intended,  the displacement  o f  her glasses and t h e i r  
o f f i c e  as moral r e f l e c t o r s  i n d i c a t e  the wrong d i r e c t i o n  
reform has taken and i t s  i n a b i l i t y  to lead to anything  
but d isorder  and chaos, as f a r  as James is concerned.
Miss Birdseye,  then,  becomes the m i r ro r  which in i t s  . 
d i s t o r t i o n  r e f l e c t s  the t rue  image of  the movement and 
her spectacles become a symbol of  t h a t  d i s t o r t i o n  which 
encompasses the e n t i r e  movement. This d i s t o r t i o n  is  
i r o n i c a l l y  repeated l a t e r  in the book as Miss Birdseye  
awaits death a t  Marmion. Although Ransom's only purpose 
at  Marmion is to remove Verena from her connect ion wi th  
the women's movement and pub l ic  speaking,  Miss Birdseye  
thinks he is there  as a convert  and supporter  of the 
movement. 44/>M*en I remember what I have seen in the South,"  
says Miss Bi rdseye,  "Mr. Ransom's being here s t r i k e s  me 
as a great  tr iumph" (p.  375 ) .  And l a t e r ,  as Verena and 
Ransom walk tog ether  and Ransom t r i e s  to persuade Verena 
of the f o l l y  of  the movement, Miss Birdseye mistakenly  
bel ieves the s i t u a t i o n  is the opposi te .  "She watched 
them a l i t t l e ,  and i t  warmed her hear t  to see the s t i f f -
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necked young Southerner led ca pt ive  by a daughter of  
New England t r a in e d  in the r i g h t  school ,  who would impose 
her opinions in t h e i r  i n t e g r i t y "  (p.  378) .  Ol ive  sees 
Miss Birdseye as a mar tyr ,  but the n a r r a t o r  sees her as 
a "poor l i t t l e  humanitary hack" (p. 38 ) .
When Miss Birdseye is dying she t e l l s  the young 
people,  "You mustn ' t  th ink  t h e r e ' s  no progress because 
you do n ' t  see i t  a l l  r i g h t  o f f ;  t h a t ' s  what I wanted to 
say. I t  i s n ' t  u n t i l  you've gone a long way t h a t  you can 
fee l  what 's been done" (p.  411 ) .  Hamblen points out t h a t  
Miss B i rdseye's  is a lesson of  p a t ie n c e ,  of  w i l l i n g n e s s  
to Wai t ,  a great  con t ras t  to O l i v e ' s  f i e r c e  b e l l i g e r e n c e  
(p.  37 ) .  Yet f o r  a l l  her good i n t e n t i o n s ,  Miss Bi rdseye,  
as James port rays  her ,  is a k i n d l y  but i n e f f e c t u a l  old 
woman who, in working fo r  o th er s ,  has l o s t  h e r s e l f .
"She had been almost c e l e b r a t e d ,  she had been a c t i v e ,  
ea rne st ,  ubiqui tous beyond anyone e l s e ,  she had given 
h e r s e l f  u t t e r l y  to c h a r i t i e s  and creeds and causes; and 
y e t  the only persons,  a p p a re n t l y ,  to whom her death made 
a real  d i f f e r e n c e  were three young women in a small  
' f rame-house'  on Cape Cod" (pp. 4 1 3 - 4 ) .  James's harsh 
p o r t r a y a l  of Miss Birdseye in the beginning of the book is  
softened a t  the end, but her l i f e  is  s t i l l  a f r u i t l e s s  one. 
Marmion, the community where Miss Birdseye breathes her 
l a s t ,  was once a t h r i v i n g  community but is  now decayed and 
unproduct ive.  I t  is a p p r o p r i a t e ,  then,  th a t  Miss Bi rdseye,  
the l a s t  remnant of the old a b o l i t i o n i s t s ,  should die t her e .
A glance at  the r e s t  of  the fo l lo w e rs  of the movement 
w i l l  show the contempt in which James held them and t h e i r  
cause. Basi l  Ransom c l a s s i f i e s  the audience a t  Miss 
Birdseye's  gather ing as "mediums, communists and 
vegetar ians"  (p.  3 2 ) ,  an assortment of  s cre w b a l l s ,  in 
other  words. James maintains an i r o n i c  detachment from 
Ransom, and Ransom's view cannot unquest ionably be taken 
fo r  James's,  but here we must accept Ransom's view as the 
n a r r a t o r ' s .  Throughout the book these audiences,  and 
th e r e f o re  adherents to the movement, are shown in -a very 
poor l i g h t .  At the f i r s t  meet ing,  the people Ransom 
c ha ra c te r i z e s  as "mediums, communists and vegetar ians"  
also have an "anxious,  haggard look ,  though there  were 
sundry except ions — h a l f  a dozen p l a c i d ,  f l o r i d  faces"
(p. 3 2 ) .  As Mrs, F a r r i n d e r  and Verena t a l k  to each o t h e r ,  
"the company watched the encounter wi th a look of  r e ­
f reshed i n a n i t i o n "  which suggests t h e i r  emptiness and the 
Tack of  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d i e t  t h e i r  minds have fed on in the 
past .  Ransom categor izes  the group as a "faded and dingy  
human c o l l e c t i o n "  (p.  5 8 ) ,  and though Verena's t a l k  is  
devoid of  i n t e l l e c t u a l  content  and f u l l  of  i n a n i t i e s ,  " t h i s  
epfsode imparted animation to the assembly," suggesting  
how l i t t l e  is a c t u a l l y  needed to s t i r  them up. In a 
f u r t h e r  comment on those in at tendance at  the meet ing,  
the n a r r a t o r  repor ts  as O l ive  walks over to Verena,  "The 
l i t t l e  knot of  reformers watched her as she a r r i v e d ;  .theiif* 
faces expressed a suspicion of  her soc ia l  importance,
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mingled wi th  conscient ious scruples as to whether i t  were 
r i g h t  to recognize i t "  (p. 6 8 ) .  Obviously,  these people 
are not on 01 ive ' s soc ia l  l e v e l ,  but much lower on the 
s c a le ,  and not t e r r i b l y  i n t e l l i g e n t  besides.  In a l a t e r  
episode O l i v e ,  wi th  her t r u l y  r e f i n e d  tastes and 
s e n s i b i l i t i e s ,  r e f l e c t s  on the commonness of  those i n ­
volved in the movement. "Ol ive Chancel lor  despised 
v u l g a r i t y ,  had a scent f o r  i t  which she fol lowed up in 
her own f a m i l y ,  so t h a t  o f t e n ,  wi th a r i s i n g  f l u s h ,  she 
detected the t a i n t  even in Ade l ine.  There were t imes,  
indeed,  when everyone seemed to have i t ,  every one but  
Miss Birdseye . . . and the poorest ,  humblest people.  . . . 
Miss Chancel lor  would have been much happier  i f  the 
movements she was i n t e r e s t e d  in could have been c a r r i e d  
on only by the people she l i k e d "  (p.  113) .
Even O l i v e ' s  t a s t e l e s s  s i s t e r ,  Adel ine Luna, has 
something nasty to say about the re formers ,  inc lud ing  
her s i s t e r  among them, of course.  "They are a l l  wi tches  
and wi za rd s ,  mediums and s p i r i t - r a p p e r s , and roar ing  
r a d i c a l s "  (p.  6 ) .  This statement  is not so f a r  o f f  when 
you consider  the T a r r a n t s ,  Mat thias Pardon, and Ol ive  
h e r s e l f  in some respects .  Though Ransom's view is  
a d m i t t e d ly  biased ,  he is not alone in holding the members 
of  these meetings in very low regard .  "He seemed to see 
the crowded, overheated h a l l ,  which he was sure was f i l l e d  
wi th carpetbaggers,  to hear f lushed women, wi th loosened 
bonnet s t r i n g s ,  fo r c ing  th in  voices i n t o  i n e f f e c t u a l
s h r i l l n e s s .  . . . The vulgar  m ul t i tude"  (p.  243) .  
I r o n i c a l l y ,  and in keeping wi th the o v e r a l l  view of  the 
people a t tending  these meetings* the people at  the meeting  
held a t  Mrs. Burrage's home are c ha r a c te r i z e d  as "the  
best s o c i e t y . "  This is i r o n i c  because these people know 
nothing about women's r i g h t s ,  are not involved in the 
movement, and are only out f o r  an evening's  d i v e r s i o n .  
Likewise,  the throng of  people a t  Verena's i l l - f a t e d  Boston 
publ ic appearance are not ardent  f e m in is t s  but the cream 
of Boston soc ie ty  out f o r  an evening's amusement.
Ransom says of the disappointed audience,  " T h e y ' l l  howl and 
thump, according to t h e i r  na ture.  . . . Hear them, the 
senseless bru te s !"  (p.  461) .  But,  l i k e  the ga ther ing at  
Mrs. Burrage 's ,  those who are un in t ere s t ed  in the movement 
i t s e l f  are shown in a b e t t e r  l i g h t .  When Ol ive  goes out  
to t e l l  them the show has been c a n c e l l e d ,  they accept  i t  
ca lmly ,  "even when exasperated,  a Boston audience is  not  
ungenerous" (p.  464 ) .  This is notably a "Boston" audience  
and not an audience of  reform advocates.  Thus, throughout  
the novel ,  even O l i v e ,  the most f o r c e f u l  proponent of  
women's r i g h t s *  expresses negat ive f e e l i n g s  about those 
at tending reform meet ings,  and the o v e r a l l  f e e l i n g  is  t h a t  
the fo l l owers  of  the movement are unspeakably v u lg ar .
The le a de rs ,  fo l lo w e rs  and opportunis ts  James dep icts  
as being a t t r a c t e d  to the movement are port rayed wi th  
uniform d i s f a v o r ,  an a t t i t u d e  James shares wi th o thers .  An
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anonymous a r t i c l e  in the March 2,  1971 issue of  The Nat ion
s t a t e s :  “Thus f a r  the tendency of  the 'woman's r i g h t s
movement' has been to swell  the ranks of  feeb le  o r a t o r s ,
t h i r d  r a t e  l e c t u r e r s ,  and sent imental  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  and
t r i c k y  specu la to rs .  In other  words, i t  has borne in
many of  i t s  phases a l l  the marks of  unhea l th iness ,  and
has seemed to promise,  i f  successfu l ,  an aggravat ion of  some
19of  the worst  diseases of  s o c i e t y . "  The language of
t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  a l ready  c i te d  by James
in descr ib ing  the audience a t  Miss B irdseye's  ga t he r i ng .
Francis Parkman s t a t e s ,  " I f  p o l i t i c s  are to be p u r i f i e d
by a r t f u l n e s s ,  e f f r o n t e r y ,  i n s e n s i b i l i t y ,  a pushing
s e l f - a s s e r t i o n ,  and a g l i b  tongue, then we may look f o r
r e g e ne ra t io n;  f o r  the t y p i c a l  female p o l i t i c i a n  w i l l  be
20r i c h l y  endowed wi th a l l  these g i f t s . "
Judging by such characters  as Mrs. F a r r i n d e r ,  Selah 
Tarran t  and his w i f e ,  and Mat thias Pardon, James espouses 
these same views in The Bostonians. Mrs. F a r r i n d e r ,  the 
speaker a t  Miss Bi rdseye's  ga t he r i ng ,  is "a copious,  
handsome woman," who had "something publ ic  in her eye,  
which was l a r g e ,  cold and qu ie t"  (p.  3 0 ) .  This is  r e m i n is ­
cent of  O l i v e ' s  eyes,  " g l i t t e r i n g  l i k e  green i c e . "  Mrs.  
Fa r r i n d e r  is shown as having no t a c t ,  and wi th an a pp a l l i n g  
lack of  s e n s i t i v i t y  she t e l l s  O l ive  she may donate her  
money to the cause i f  t h a t  is a l l  she has to o f f e r .  "She 
had a husband, and his name was Amariah," and though she is  
said to "embody the domestic v i r t u e s  and the graces of  the
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drawing room" (p.  3 1 ) ,  there is no suggestion th a t  
Amariah be n e f i t s  in any way from her domestic q u a l i t i e s .
Selah T a r r a n t ,  another p a r t i c i p a n t  in the movement, 
is depicted a c i d l y  as a mesmeric healer  wi th b ig ,  even,  
carnivorous t e e t h ,  who thinks nothing of  manipulat ing his 
daughter f o r  his own greedy ends. Ransom c l a s s i f i e s  him 
as a carpetbagger ,  " f a l s e ,  cunning,  v u l g a r ,  ignoble ;  
the cheapest kind of  human product" (p.  5 8 ) ,  and t h i s  is  
e x a c t l y  what he proves h imse l f  to be when, f o r  a sum of  
money, he 1i t e r a l  l y  sel ls his daughter to O l i v e .  Tar ra nt  
worships the press:  "the v is ion  of  t h a t  p u b l i c i t y  haunted 
his dreams, and he would g l ad ly  have s a c r i f i c e d  to i t  the 
innermost s a n c t i t i e s  of  home" (p.  103 ) ,  which indeed he does. 
In t h i s  case,  Ransom is the spokesman f o r  James in the 
dep ic t ion  of  T a r r a n t ,  f o r  Ransom does not know of  T a r r a n t ' s  
t ra n sa c t io n  wi th  O l ive nor of  his hunger fo r  p u b l i c i t y .
James speaks a c c u r a te ly  through Ransom in his repugnant  
assessment of  T a r r a n t .
T a r r a n t ' s  w i fe  is no b e t t e r  than he, being "a f l a c c i d ,  
re la x e d ,  unhea l thy,  whimsical  woman, who s t i l l  had a 
c a p a c i t y t o  c l i n g "  (p.  71 ) .  Mrs. Ta r ra n t  embodies the 
breakdown of  the f am i l y  as much as her husband does, f o r  
her view of marr iage is a bleak one. "The i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  
matrimony were f o r  the most par t  wanting in br ig h tn e s s — 
consisted of  a t i r e d  woman holding a baby over a furnace  
r e g i s t e r  t h a t  'emit ted lukewarm a i r "  (p.  100) .  As fo l l ow e r s  
of  women's r i g h t s ,  or any other  movement,
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of  Tar ra nt  and his w i fe  lends no p r e s t i g e  to the under­
tak ing .
Mat thias Pardon, the ubiqui tous and prying news­
paperman, l i k e  T a r r a n t ,  is also no va luab le  a d d i t i o n  to 
the movement, as he f e r r e t s  out sensat ion and scandal fo r  
his p u b l i c a t i o n .  For him, says Bu i te nhu is ,  "the women’ s 
r ig h t s  movement is merely the l a t e s t  oppo r tun i t y  f o r  brazen 
p u b l i c i t y "  (p.  149 ) ,  and Pardon's at tempts to ins in uat e  
himsel f  in to  Verena's l i f e  and e x p l o i t  her newsworthiness 
are ample i n d i c a t i o n  of  t h i s .  Pardon says of Verena,  
"There 's money f o r  someone in t h a t  g i r l ;  you see i f  she 
do n ' t  have q u i t e  a run" (p.  6 4 ) ,  and then t r i e s  to induce 
her to marry him so he can manage her a f f a i r s .  La ter  
Pardon s ta tes  he doesn' t  want to make money through 
Verena: " I  want to make h i s t o r y !  I  want to help the
lad ies "  (p.  146 ) .  Pardon is  the snooping newspaperman 
type which James ge nt l y  s a t i r i z e s  in The P o r t r a i t  of  _a Lady 
in the form of  Miss H e n r i e t t a  S tackpole ,  but here in The 
Bostonians t h i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  the press has no 
redeeming q u a l i t i e s ,  no l i k a b l e  elements of  w i t  or 
a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  to a l l e v i a t e  his sordidness.  When Pardon 
barges in to  O l i v e ' s  home only to be t o ld  she i s n ' t  t h e r e ,  
he says,  "So I was t o l d — but I d i d n ' t  l e t  t h a t  prevent  me" 
(p.  435 ) .  Pardon's quest fo r  news and e x p l o i t a t i o n  of  
each s i t u a t i o n  give the impression of  a hawker a t  a c i rcus  
sideshow, s e l l i n g  glimpses of  some f rea k  to the t h r i l l —
seeking p u b l i c .  Heightening t h i s  c i rcus impression is  
the statement  of  Verena's manager as the huge Boston 
audience wai ts  f o r  her to appear and Pardon noses around 
f o r  news. " I ' v e  handled prima donnas, and I ' v e  handled 
natura l  c u r i o s i t i e s ,  but I've never seen anything up to 
this" (p.  452,  emphasis added).  This f re a k is h  aspect  
r e i n f o r c e s  the abnormal nature of  the women's movement 
and the general  opinion of  d i s t o r t i o n  of  the na tura l  order .
. Henry Burrage,  wi th his domineering mother ever
present ,  is  described v a r i o u s l y  as being "an i n s u l t  to
one's womanhood" (p.  1 2 3 ) ,  "a f r e s h ,  p l ea sa nt ,  handsome
young man, wi th a b r i g h t  f r i e n d l y  manner" (p.  26 0 ) ,  and
an " i n s i n u a t i n g  p r os e ly te "  (p.  304 ) .  Both O l ive  and Mrs.
Burrage are w i l l i n g  and able to manipulate t h i s  agre ea b le ,
r a t h e r  p l i a b l e  young man, even so f a r  as marriage to
Verena is concerned. Burrage is one of  the "womanized"
men Ransom fears  w i l l  r e s u l t  from the women's a g i t a t i o n ,
fears which are we l l - founded i f  the r e s u l t s  are such as
Burrage.  The t h r e a t  of  men becoming "womanized" is not
conf ined to The Bostonians, but is r e f l e c t e d  in other
nineteenth  century w r i t i n g s .  For example, Wi l l i am A.
Hammond, c i te d  e a r l i e r ,  wrote of  the movement, "One of
the p r i n c i p a l  objects  of  many of  the women appeared to be
to make themselves look as much as possible l i k e  men.
They cut  t h e i r  ha i r  s h o r t ,  par ted i t  on one s id e ,  and
displayed longings f o r  short  f rocks and t rous ers .  Strange
to say,  the men who a f f i l i a t e d  wi th them e x h ib i t e d  i n -
21
c l i n a t i o n s  toward f e m i n i n i t y . "
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Henry Burrage i s ,  in f a c t ,  womanized to the point
t h a t  he has a l l  the a t t r i b u t e s  necessary to make a good
w i f e .  He dresses wel l  as even O l i v e ,  who has reason to
d i s l i k e  him, admits (p.  123) .  He is a good l i s t e n e r  and
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l i s t ,  which comes high on the l i s t  of  things
women should be able to do, according to George Cary
Eggleston's 1883 Harper 's  a r t i c l e  (a l r e a d y  c i t e d )  on the
22education of  women. Along wi th his appearance and his 
conversat ional  a b i l i t y ,  Burrage is an e x c e l l e n t  p i a n i s t ,  
another feminine accomplishment rated h ig h ly  by Eggleston 
(p. 294 ) .  The t a l e n t s  Burrage d isplays are e x a c t l y  the 
accomplishments Ransom would no doubt wish f o r  Verena,  
and the ones Ol ive  is prevent ing Verena from f u l f i l l i n g  
fo r  her own home and husband.
In a d d i t i o n  to such adherents Of the movement as the 
T a r ra n ts ,  Mrs. F a r r i n d e r ,  Pardon and Burrage,  there are 
two women who are not supporters of  women's r i g h t s  as 
such but who are i n e v i t a b l e  of fshoots of  i t .  These are 
Mrs. Luna, O l i v e ' s  overbear ing ,  i n t o l e r a b l y  f a m i l i a r  
and oversexed s i s t e r ,  and Dr. Mary Prance,  the sexless  
and dedicated professional  woman. Both women represent  
extreme d i s t o r t i o n s  of  womanhood, i f  they are judged 
according to a conserva t ive  v iewpoint .  Mrs. Luna e x p l o i t s  
her s e x u a l i t y  f o r  a l l  i t  is worth,  tak ing  advantage of  
Ransom's sense of  o b l i g a t i o n  to be p o l i t e  to keep him to 
h e r s e l f  a t  Mrs. Burrage's meet ing.  Mrs. L u n a - f i n a l l y  drives 
Ransom to rudeness,  an unpardonable sin f o r  a Southern
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gentleman. Mrs. Luna has a c h i l d ,  whom she has spoi led  
u n t i l  he is t o t a l l y  i n c o r r i g i b l e ,  having shown him an 
excess of  " love" t h a t  is as damaging as no love at  a l l .
She overextends her f l i r t i n g  with Ransom u n t i l  his r e j e c ­
t io n  dr ives her in to  a rage of denunciat ions and recr im ­
i n a t i o n s .  Her own s i s t e r  recognizes her v u l g a r i t y  and is  
embarrassed by i t ,  seeing i t  as a b l o t  on the fa m i l y  
record.- Her excess of  s e x u a l i t y  is as r e p u ls i v e  in i t s  
way as O l i v e ' s  lack of  i t  and in the same way is as 
abnormal. —
Dr. Prance is the other  extreme. When Ransom meets 
Dr. Prance a t  Miss B i r d s e y e 's ,  his impression is o f  an 
extremely unfeminine woman. "Spare,  dry ,  hard,  wi thout  
a curve,  an i n f l e c t i o n  or a grace,  she seemed to ask no 
odds in the b a t t l e  of  l i f e  and to be prepared to give  
none. . . .  I t  was t rue  th a t  i f  she had been a boy she 
would have borne some r e l a t i o n  to a g i r l ,  whereas Doctor  
Prance appeared to bear none whatever" (p.  4 1 ) .  This 
view of  women in a man's world is not conf ined to James, 
but is r e f l e c t i v e  of  a f a r  wider  op in ion ,  one such as is  
expressed in an anonymous a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "A Neglected  
Side of  the Woman's Rights Question" in The Nation  
(November 26,  1868):  "The medical and o ther  professions
are not apt to be f a i r  r ep res en ta t iv es  of  t h e i r  sex.
They are sure to be persons of  strong w i l l ,  more than 
usual i n t e l l e c t u a l  power, and under e x h i b i t ,  in f a c t ,
r a t h e r  what is considered the p e c u l i a r l y  mascul ine than
23the p e c u l i a r l y  feminine type of c h a r a c t e r . "  In
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another anonymous contemporary a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  " E q u a l i t y , "
which appeared in an 1880 A t l a n t i c  Monthly issue ,  the
same view of  pro fess iona l  women is held.
The educat ion of  woman and the development  
o f  her powers hold the g r e a te s t  promise fo r  
the regenera t ion of  s o c ie t y .  . But t h i s  
development,  y e t  in i t s  i n f a n c y ,  and pursued 
with much crudeness and misconception of  the 
end, is not enough. Woman would not only  
be equal wi th man, but would be l i k e  him; 
t h a t  i s ,  perform in soc ie ty  the funct ions  
he now performs. Here,  aga in ,  the not ion - 
of  e q u a l i t y  is  pushed towards u n i f o r m i t y .
The reformers admit s t r u c t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  
in the sexes,  though these ,  they say,  are 
g r e a t l y  exaggerated by su b je c t i o n ;  but the 
f u n c t i o n a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  are mainly to be 
e l i m i n a t e d .  Women ought to mingle in a l l  
the occupations of  men, as i f  the physical  
d i f f e r e n c e s  did not e x i s t .  The movement 
goes to o b l i t e r a t e ,  as f a r  as p o s s i b l e ,  the 
di s t i  nc t i  on between sexes.24
The s i m i l a r i t i e s  between these views of  working women and
James's dep ic t io n  o f  Dr. Prance i n d i c a t e  t h a t  James's
p o r t r a ya l  is r e f l e c t i v e  of  a f a i r l y  widespread a t t i t u d e
toward women, an a t t i t u d e  which James promotes r a t h e r
than d i s p e l s ,  f o r  through the r e s t  of  the book he port rays
Dr. Prance as a tough, d r i e d - o u t ,  s h o r t - h a i r e d  c h a r a c te r ,
going f i s h i n g  and involved in other  unfeminine occupat ions.
In order  to succeed in a man’ s wor ld ,  James says,  a woman
must lose her f e m i n i n i t y ,  as Dr. Prance has done.
F i n a l l y ,  we must look a t  Verena,  who by contemporary
conservat ive  standards is  the only t r u l y  feminine f i g u r e
in the book. She is p r e t t y ,  eager to please and e a s i l y
manipulated.  Throughout the book Verena is noted f o r
her p a s s i v i t y ,  her ge n e ro s i t y ,  and her a b i l i t y  to i n s p i r e
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love ,  and Basi l  Ransom thinks  of  her as "tremendously  
open to a t t a c k ,  she was meant f o r  lo ve ,  she was meant 
fo r  him" (p.  378 ) .  O l ive  recognizes th a t  Verena's essence 
"was the e x t r a o r d i n a r y  generos i ty  wi th which she could 
expose h e r s e l f ,  give h e r s e l f  away, turn h e r s e l f  ins ide  
out ,  fo r  the s a t i s f a c t i o n  of  a person who made demands 
of her" (p.  392) .
Bushnell  l i s t s  some of  the v i r t u e s  of  womanhood as 
"the t r u s t ,  the u n s e l f i s h ne s s ,  the deep k i n d l i n e s s ,  the 
etherea l  grace and cheer ,  the f a c i l e  and f r e e - p l a y i n g  
i n s p i r a t i o n s "  (p.  13 6 ) ,  v i r t u e s  which both O l ive  Chancel lor  
and Basi l  Ransom recognize and e x p l o i t  in Verena.  I t  is 
Verena's beauty which f i r s t  a t t r a c t s  Basi l  Ransom to her ,  
her beauty and her b r i g h t  (al though somewhat g a r is h )  
c lo t h e s ,  both of  which contemporar ies of  James note as 
des i r ab l e  a t t r i b u t e s  in women. While O l i v e ' s  drab 
a t t i r e  and plainness place her in the class of  warped 
and d i s s a t i s f i e d  women's r ig h t s  a c t i v i s t s ,  Verena's  
beauty,  f reshness ,  and b r i g h t  c lo th in g  place her in the 
ranks of  women who are s a t i s f i e d  wi th t h e i r  r o l e  in 
conservat ive soc ie t y  as sources of  comfort  and i n s p i r a t i o n  
to men. In c on t r a s t  to  the du l l  and l a c k l u s t e r  audience  
at  Miss B i r d s e y e 's ,  Verena presents h e r s e l f  as an oasis  
to Ransom. "She had f a r  more color  than any one t h e r e ,  fo r  
whatever br ightness was to be found in Miss B i rdseye's  
r a t h er  faded and dingy human c o l l e c t i o n  had gathered  
i t s e l f  in to  t h i s  a t t r a c t i v e  but ambiguous young person. . . .
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She wore a l ig h t -b ro w n dress,  of  a shape t h a t  s t ruck him 
as f a n t a s t i c ,  a y e l l ow  p e t t i c o a t ,  and a large crimson 
sash fastened a t  the s id e ;  whi le  round her neck, and 
f a l l i n g  low upon her f l a t  young chest ,  she had a double 
chain of  amber beads" (p.  5 8 - 9 ) .  Bushnell  has noted th a t  
"women are bound, in God's name, to save t h e i r  beauty.
For t h i s  is  the honor and power of  t h e i r  subject  s t a t e .
Man rules by the precedence of  q u a n t i t y  and s e l f - a s s e r t i n g  
energy,  and woman by the subjec t  sovere ignty  of  beauty,  
personal and moral to g e t h e r ,  which she can l i t t l e  a f f o r d  
to lose by a s a l l y  to gain the n o i s i e r ,  coarser  kind t h a t  
does not belong to her" (p.  137) .  In an 1870 a r t i c l e  in 
The Galaxy e n t i t l e d  "American Women and Engl ish Women," 
Just in  McCarthy discusses var ious aspects of  women's 
c lo t h in g  and s t a t e s  " lov ing  a l l  t h a t  br ightens the 
outer  aspects of  l i f e ,  which a f t e r  a l l  must a t  best have 
a good deal o f  dulness and sombreness in i t ,  I am person­
a l l y  g r a t e f u l  to t h a t  stream of  womanhood which arrays  
i t s e l f  in a l l  the colors  o f  the rainbow or the pigeon's
25neck, and makes so lus t rous  a pageant under my windows."  
Verena is not only p r e t t y ,  eager to please and c o l o r f u l ,  
but the i n s t i n c t  fo r  motherhood, an i n s t i n c t  which 
conservat ive  contemporaries of  James considered e x t i n c t  
in women's r i g h t s  a c t i v i s t s ,  is strong w i th i n  her .
"Verena, looking wi th a quickened eye a t  the c h i l d re n  (she 
adored c h i l d r e n ) ,  went on— " (p.  34 0 ) .  The word "quickened"  
is sometimes used to descr ibe the f i r s t  movements of  a c h i l d
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in the womb, a c e r t a i n  symbol of  f e r t i l i t y  and motherhood.  
Verena i s ,  by n ine teenth century conservat ive  standards,  
much more na t ura l  than someone l i k e  O l i v e ,  who represents  
the breakdown of  the f a m i l y  and womanhood.
Verena is the center  o f  the s t rugg le  between Ransom 
and Ol ive  and a l l  they r e p r e s e n t ,  conservat ism versus 
r a d i c a l is m ,  a s t rugg le  v a r i o u s l y  described as “war to the 
kni fe"  (p.  395) by O l i v e ,  and as a b a t t l e  which "chal lenged  
a l l  his manhood" (p.  455) by Ransom. Verena h e r s e l f ,  a
pawn in the power-play between these two strong people,
is not as impor tant  as what she rep res en ts ,  a woman wi th  
the c a p a b i l i t y  o f  g iv in g  h e r s e l f  to a man who!eheartedly  
as wi fe  and mother.  She is  a woman faced wi th a choice,  
and her s t rugg les  to reach a decis ion represent  the major  
c o n f l i c t  of  the n o v e l .
That Ransom is  the v i c t o r  in the s t rugg le  is of  
extreme s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  f o r  he is the only con s is te n t  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  and spokesman f o r  normal i ty  ( t h a t  i s ,  
conserva t ive  contemporary n o r m a l i ty )  throughout the novel .  
Al l  the major characters  are introduced through his po int  
of  view and the impression given a t  th a t  t ime of  t h e i r  
wrong-headedness and abnormal i ty  is c a r r i e d  out and 
re i n f o r c e d  as the s tory  progresses.  Though the ab s o lu te ­
ness of  Ransom's views is s a t i r i z e d ,  as is his p r o v i n c i a l ­
ism, he is  not u l t i m a t e l y  reduced in s t a t u re  nor is his
viewpoint  t o t a l l y  d i s c r e d i t e d  by the act ions of  others  
in the novel .  On the o ther  hand, most of  the women's
r ig h t s  advocates are shown to be cor rupt  and d e s t r u c t i v e  
in t h e i r  methods and mot ives.  Ransom's views seem o l d -  
fashioned,  though a c t u a l l y  they are very contemporary, 
and are such as to preserve the f a m i l i a r  f am i l y  and soc ia l  
order ,  and not d i s r u p t  i t ,  a conserva t ive  stance s i m i l a r  
to th a t  of  many others of  the day. O l i v e ' s  views,  p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y  toward Verena,  are depicted as unnatural  to the 
point  of  m o r b id i t y ,  and are based on a des i re  f o r  revenge 
against  the e n t i r e  male sex, as wel l  as a desi re  to 
dominate another  woman and f in d  f u l f i l l m e n t  through her .
A d e f i n i t e  d i s l o c a t i o n  of the sexes is shown through­
out the book, from Ol ive and Verena's r e l a t i o n s h i p  to the  
womanly a t t r i b u t e s  of  Henry Burrage,  a d i s l o c a t i o n  t i e d  
in var ious ways to women breaking from t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  
roles w i t h in  s o c ie t y .  When Ransom persuades Verena to 
marry him, he does not o f f e r  her happiness,  but he does 
o f f e r  her a form of  n o r m a l i t y ,  a form of  f u l f i l l m e n t  in a 
t r a d i t i o n a l  conserva t ive  r o l e .
In t h i s  book James s a t i r i z e s  the f e m i n i s t  movement, 
but even more he s a t i r i z e s  the f a n a t ic s  and cranks who 
are drawn i n t o  such a movement. His r e s o l u t i o n  of  the 
st rugg le  between Ol ive  and Ransom through the marriage  
of  Verena and Ransom is not a happy one, but i t  is the 
only one a v a i l a b l e  given the nature and charac ter  of  the 
adherents to the women's movement James has es tab l ishe d  
in the book, and the actual  a t t i t u d e s  towards women's 
r i g h t s .  Sara deSaussure Davis supports t h is  idea in her
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a r t i c l e  "Feminist  Sources in The Bostonians1 ( American
L i t e r a t u r e  1979) when she s t a t e s :  "James was t rue  to his
o v e r a l l  sense of  the f e m i n i s t  movement; Ransom's 'w inning'
Verena is  s ymb ol ica l ly  and h i s t o r i c a l l y  appro pr ia te  to
2 6the h i s t o r y  of  the movement a t  t h a t  t ime ."  The hope 
f o r  women's freedom does not l i e  in r a d i c a l  reformism,
James and his contemporar ies say,  but through the f u l f i l l ­
ment of  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e s  as wives and mothers,  and through 
working w i t h in  th a t  e s ta b l i s h e d  framework toward a b e t t e r  
l i f e .  Radical ism,  as port rayed by Ol ive Chancel lor  and 
the fo l l o w e r s  of  the movement, and as perceived by the 
w r i t e r s  of  the t ime,  leads only to h u m i l ia t i o n  and de f e a t .
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